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Abstract: The energy transition is a multidisciplinary challenge that warrants solutions that are robust
and sustainable. Energy flexibility, one of the key pillars of the energy transition, is an umbrella term
that covers multiple innovative solutions implemented at all levels of the electric grid to ensure power
quality standards, amongst other objectives. Low-tech, on the other hand, emphasizes designing,
producing, and sustainably implementing solutions. Therefore, considering the multidisciplinary
nature of energy transition and the existing energy flexibility solutions, the purpose of this research
work is multilateral: first, it presents the concept of low-tech and its associated mechanisms; then,
it addresses the misconceptions and similarities that low-tech might have with other innovation
approaches; and finally, it provides an assessment of existing flexibility solutions using low-tech
as a tool. The result of this assessment is presented qualitatively and indicates that indirect energy
flexibility solutions rank higher on a low-tech scale relative to supply-side energy flexibility solutions
and energy storage flexibility solutions.

Keywords: low-tech; energy flexibility; sustainability; technology selection criteria; socio-ecological transition

1. Introduction

Faced with the ever-increasing threat of global warming and its predicted catastrophic
consequences, institutions, and individuals have committed to strategies aimed at reducing
their negative environmental impact. Energy use, in various forms, has been identified
as the largest contributor to global warming, as illustrated in Figure 1. Many countries
around the world have committed to the energy transition pathway [1,2]. For example, the
EU has adopted the “European Green Deal” as an ambitious plan to transform its current
fossil-fuel-dependent energy sector into a sustainable, carbon-free energy sector by the
second half of this century (i.e., by 2050) [3]. However, it requires the active participation of
all the stakeholders, i.e., governments, businesses, academic researchers, and society.

The active participation of the aforementioned stakeholders is generally referred
to as the quadruple helix model of innovation, which was originally conceptualized by
Carayannis [4] and Schutz [5]. Amongst these stakeholders, technology serves as a common
commodity and, therefore, is a key ingredient for meeting the objectives of the energy
transition. However, this energy transition should be implemented vigilantly without
compromising the core needs of consumers (i.e., reliable energy supply). By taking into
account both technology and the consumer, Illich [6] introduces the concept of a convivial
society. This concept is defined as “a society in which modern technologies serve politically
interrelated individuals rather than managers”. Illich [6] further postulates that technology
can be used in two ways. The first way leads to the specialization of functions, the
institutionalization of values, and the centralization of power, consequently turning people
into what he termed “machines”. The second approach, on the other hand, improves an
individual’s capability, control, and initiative, which he refers to as “conviviality”.
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Schumacher [8] further built upon this idea by making a distinction between “man-as-producer”
and “man-as-consumer”. It is stated in his work that previous ideologies and concepts did
not make this distinction and consequently resulted in the depletion of the earth’s resources.
To buttress this point, Schumacher [8] postulates that “there is no escape from this confusion as
long as the land and the creatures upon it are looked upon as nothing but ‘factors of production”.
Confusion, in this case, refers to the failure to separate “man-as-producer” and “man-as-
consumer”. In an attempt to address the misspecification of priorities as identified himself,
Schumacher founded the “Intermediate Technology Development Group,” which was a
key instrument for the consequent “Appropriate Technology” movement [9].

Based on the initial works of Illich and Schumacher, some technology-innovation-
related concepts have emerged over time. These concepts include, but are not limited to:

• Frugal Innovation: It is defined as a solution designed and implemented under given
resource constraints, where the outcome is significantly cheaper than existing solutions
and satisfies the basic needs of customers who would otherwise remain underserved
or unserved [10,11]. In summary, it is an attempt to maximize the ratio of the value
obtained from the solution to the resources used by the solution [12]. Proponents
of this innovation approach argue that it is instrumental in meeting the needs of
the human population sustainably [10]. A lot of emphasis is placed on developing
economies by looking to strip non-essential elements from solutions. Whilst frugal
innovation has emerged as a response to the needs of low-income markets, some frugal
solutions have found their way into higher-income markets, mostly through reverse
innovation [11] (innovations first developed in emerging economies and subsequently
adopted by developed economies [13]). Thus, whilst the concept might stem from and
have been directed towards low-income markets, it is not a far-fetched idea for all
markets (irrespective of income levels) to adopt the frugal innovation approach.

• Appropriate Technology: Kaplinsky [9] defines appropriate technology by aligning
it with the economics of a community (and, by extension, a country). Appropriate
technologies are thus technological solutions that are simple in terms of design and
operation, that can be produced on a small scale, are suited to low-income economies,
and have a minimal harmful impact on the environment. In other words, it mirrors
the neoclassical economic theories that suggest that developed economies would
opt for capital-intensive technology, whereas developing economies would rather
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choose labor-intensive techniques [14]. It has been observed that the reception of
appropriate technology by developing countries is not adequate, as it faces hostility
from scientists and elites in these countries. These classes of society deem appropriate
technology a means of projecting their country as poor and having low productivity [9].
In this context, the appropriate technology movement was considered a deliberate
attempt by developed countries to keep developing countries in a perpetual state of
underdevelopment [15,16].

• Low-Tech: Arthur Keller, a notable proponent of this concept, defines Low-Tech as a
category of products, services, processes, or other systems allowing, via a technical,
organizational, and cultural transformation, the development of new models of society
that integrate, in their fundamental principles, the requirements of strong sustainability
and collective resilience [17]. Figure 2 illustrates the fundamental principles governing
low-tech as expressed by Arthur Keller. More recently, Tanguy et al. [18] also defined
seven key principles of low-tech systems that cut across social, organizational, and
technological domains.
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Figure 2. Fundamental principles of low-tech [19].

Just like frugal innovation and appropriate technology, other nomenclature exists
for low-tech, such as slow-tech, wild-tech, easy-tech, and retro-tech. For the sake of
convenience, we will use the term “low-tech” in the rest of the article. This term will also
cover the terms “frugal innovation” and “appropriate technology”, as the difference in the
definitions is very subtle.

Low-tech has been used as a conception tool as well as an evaluation tool for simple
problems. On the other hand, energy technologies have been evaluated across multiple
aspects, for instance, from a technical, economical, or sustainability perspective. Consider-
ing the fact that energy flexibility is one of the key drivers for achieving the set targets of
the energy transition, flexibility solutions must be conceived, built, and implemented in a
sustainable manner.

It has been observed that the low-tech approach emphasizes meeting the core needs
using locally available resources in the smallest possible amount (i.e., sustainability in all
areas). Therefore, the importance of this article is to seek and encourage the adoption of
low-tech in the energy sector (and, by extension, all other sectors). The objective of this
article is to assess the low-techness of existing energy flexibility solutions. The hypothesis
in this regard is that most (if not all) energy flexibility solutions have some degree of
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“low-techness” when assessed using the characteristics of low-tech. Thus, it leads to the
following research questions:

• To what extent can an existing energy flexibility solution be considered low-tech?
• Which criteria are relevant to evaluating such solutions?

Thus, in this article, we present a qualitative assessment of existing energy flexibility
solutions from a low-tech perspective. The subsequent section discusses the characteristics
of low-tech. The objective of this article is to discuss and assess energy flexibility solutions
from the perspective of low-tech; therefore, Section 2 presents the concept of low-tech,
and Section 3 presents energy flexibility. Section 4 presents the methodology adopted for
this research work, whereas Section 5 presents a discussion of energy flexibility solutions
through the lens of low-tech, and Section 6 is the conclusion.

2. The Low-Tech Concept

Three characteristics have been identified by the low-tech lab [20] for a solution to
be considered low-tech. The low-tech lab (existing since 2013) [20] is a community space
dedicated to the fabrication and sharing of low-tech solutions in France. These three key
characteristics are usefulness, accessibility, and sustainability. These characteristics are
transformed in the form of a concise definition of low-tech, which states that low-tech
solutions are “the objects, systems, techniques, services, knowledge, practices, lifestyles, and ways
of thinking that are useful, accessible (in terms of comprehension and financing), sustainable, local,
and that favor autonomy” [20,21].

2.1. Characteristics of Low-Tech

Low-tech should be based on the simplest available technology and be renewable, sus-
tainable, repairable, and maintainable over time. Additionally, low-tech solutions should
encourage and integrate the concept of a circular economy while relying on knowledge-
oriented human work [22]. Therefore, the three characteristics identified by the Low-Tech
Lab are extended to five by ADEME (Environment and Energy Management Agency) [21]
as follows:

• Usefulness: The solution must satisfy the core need of the consumer and contribute to
the moderate use of resources;

• Accessibility: The solution and knowledge related to it should be available, i.e., the
barriers to entry have to be minimal or nonexistent, and the knowledge and skills
required to support the technology throughout its life cycle should be easy to access
and use;

• Sustainability: The solution must reduce the negative impact on the environment
in terms of emissions, material and energy use, and overall adherence to the earth’s
physical boundaries. This is also highlighted by usage with an extended life, which
reduces the need for replacement;

• Localness: The solution should be adapted to the context of local communities;
• Autonomy: The solution should contribute to the ability of the community to ad-

dress its own needs, and it should only explore external resources in cases of actual
local deficits.

Leaning on the characteristics of low-tech discussed in Section 2.1, this section presents
the design considerations for low-tech. Phillipe Bihouix, in his book “The Age of Low Tech:
Towards a Technologically Sustainable Civilization” [23], does a remarkable job explaining
low-tech. He suggests what he calls the seven “commandments” for designing low-tech
solutions, which are as follows [23]:

• The solution must address the basic need of the consumer or the problem that it seeks
to address;

• It should be designed and produced in a truly sustainable way;
• It should be such that it can direct the attained knowledge toward the conservation

of resources;
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• It must seek a balance between performance and conviviality;
• It should be transferable without losing the right effects of scale;
• It should provide a de-mechanizing service;
• It should know how to stay modest.

A prominent example of low-tech in the domain of energy is the wind turbine made by
William Kamkwamba (see Figure 3 [24]) using only repurposed and recycled materials [25].
Troullaki et al. [26] showed that locally manufactured wind turbines (such as that of William
Kamkwamba; Figure 3) were particularly relevant for rural off-grid contexts and that
their environmental impacts were significantly lower than those of conventional solutions
(i.e., petrol generators).
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Kamkwamba [25], who is a self-taught innovator, started his quest while studying the
concept of generators in a small village library. He built an initial proof of concept using a
dynamo and, subsequently, the first wind turbine using parts and components from a local
waste dump. This solution is deemed low-tech since:

• It is useful as it satisfies the core need: the energy supply of the household;
• It is made using recycled and repurposed waste materials;
• The knowledge is accessible as it was locally attained through a library book;
• The product (i.e., electricity) is sustainable and renewable;
• The solution is local as it is fabricated with local components;
• Since it is the prototype, it can be considered autonomous as it nudges toward its

large-scale deployment in the local community.

There is a general impression that the word low-tech implies low-cost and rudimentary
solutions, or in some cases, might point to the research intensity of some sectors as described
by Hirsch-Kreinsen et al. [27,28]. The history and evolution of this approach to innovation
contribute to this line of thinking since both appropriate technology and frugal innovation
place some emphasis on low-cost solutions. However, at the core of all these terminologies,
the fundamental concept is the same, i.e., sustainable and durable solutions. Thus, low-tech
solutions do not have to be basic in design and function but should be designed to meet the
needs of the consumer (or solve a problem) using the lowest possible amount of natural
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and limited resources. In summary, low-tech is not the opposite of high-tech and is not in
any way opposed to the development of complex and advanced (high-tech) solutions.

For this article and to be aligned with the insights provided above, we define low-tech
as solutions that satisfy the core need for which they are designed while remaining accessible in
terms of cost, resources, and know-how, as well as minimizing their environmental impact without
any significant decrease in performance.

3. Energy Flexibility

With the increased penetration of intermittent renewable energy sources, energy
flexibility has become a pertinent topic in energy research. According to Lund et al. [29],
energy flexibility can be defined as the ability of an energy network to modify its generation
or demand in response to external signals. This can include moving the energy consumption
around in time, supplying additional energy to meet unexpected changes in demand, or
varying consumption patterns according to supply conditions. It is necessary to note
the difference between energy supply and energy flexibility. While energy supply can
be characterized as all the processes that lead to the provision of energy for a given use
case, energy demand is only concerned with the changes made to the use of these energy
resources. Another aspect of energy flexibility to keep in mind is its scale, which ranges
from the individual consumer/producer scale to the grid scale as discussed below:

• Building scale: At this scale, energy flexibility is mostly demand-side and presents
some significance to both the buildings’ users and the electric grid. To illustrate,
the electricity grid equilibrium can be improved by modifying the demand profile
of a building (especially with advanced building technologies) [30]. The adoption
of rooftop solar systems presents an opportunity to self-consume and consequently
reduce the energy cost (financial and environmental) of a building [31,32]. Local
production would also imply reduced Net Energy Exchange with the Grid (NEEG) [33]
and would allow for aggregated storage solutions (including vehicle to grid), which
would consequently benefit stakeholders at higher levels within the grid [34];

• Community/distribution scale: With the emergence of local energy communities
and the widespread adoption of renewable energy resources (RERs), it is possible to
further mitigate the effects of a high RER penetration within the larger grid using
methods such as collective self-consumption [35] and peer-to-peer energy trading [36].
Additionally, the presence of storage (both community scale and aggregated) coupled
with RERs could imply higher resilience of the network at this scale (islanding in the
event of grid fault events);

• Transmission/Utility scale: At this scale, energy flexibility is vital for ensuring that
the network delivers electricity that meets regulatory standards. Energy flexibility is
also key in determining and regulating the cost of electricity generation (peak shaving,
valley filling, etc.) [37]. Considering the high penetration of RERs and the evolution of
the existing grid towards grid 2.0, energy flexibility is a key instrument for congestion
management and grid reliability improvement [38,39]. In some instances, energy
flexibility reduces the need for infrastructure upgrades, implying reduced or delayed
costs of infrastructure development.

Figure 4 illustrates the objectives of energy flexibility at the different scales of the grid.
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Low-Tech Need for Energy Flexibility

Numerous applications for low-tech have been conceived by ADEME as well as many
other stakeholders, such as low-tech labs. In a recent report, The Social and Solidarity
Economy Lab, a French think tank, explored the application of low-tech to certain aspects of
citizen life, such as housing, transport, well-being, and work [41]. However, this work, like
most other publications on low-tech, focused mostly on societal needs from an individual’s
perspective. Consequently, applications geared toward commercial or complex corporate
goods and services were rarely discussed. To drive the adoption of low-tech as a widely
accepted development philosophy for the 21st century, it is necessary that low-tech be
demonstrated to not only be desirable and applicable to individual needs but also add
value when used in the development of more complex and commercial systems.

Considering the low-tech approach, it is pertinent to pose questions related to the need
for the grid, mainly: (i) “Is the electric grid necessary?”, and (ii) “If the grid is warranted,
to what extent/scale do we need it?” Bhattacharyya et al. [42] address the former question
in their works and conclude that, despite not being the ideal solution, grid extension is the
more sustainable alternative compared to the alternatives, i.e., off-grid solar home systems
and local mini-grids. This conclusion is further highlighted by Coignard et al. [43], whose
work shows that high-energy self-sufficiency (at the community scale and using energy
from solar PV) has its limits. Thus, there needs to be a trade-off between the efficiency
gains derived from a grid and the desire for energy self-sufficiency, especially at the lowest
levels of the energy system. Although these questions are important in the broader context
of low-tech, they are, however, not within the scope of this article and are therefore not
addressed. Furthermore, grid infrastructure already exists in most cases, and as such, for
this article, we consider electric grids (even continental-scale grids) to be warranted.

Philippe Bihouix [44] advocates that a low-tech energy transition should be guided by
moderate consumption (energy sobriety [45]) and not only a technological transition. Here,
moderate consumption refers to having an energy consumption that is not only reduced
but also flexible, resulting from a behavioral change in the end user. Therefore, building
on this established need for grids (and interconnections between grids), it is necessary
that they be managed as low-tech (connected to the core need) sustainable, and socially
equitable as possible.

4. Methodology of Research Work

In the context of the energy transition, it was observed through an initial literature
review that the term is principally entrenched in French literature. Consequently, this war-
rants the introduction of low-tech in English literature. Therefore, this research work aims
at using low-tech as an assessment framework for in-practice energy flexibility solutions.
To carry out the evaluation, it was necessary to categorize energy flexibilities into three
main types: supply-side energy flexibilities, demand-side energy flexibilities, and energy
storage systems. Despite some degree of overlap between these three categories, there is
enough distinction between them to present energy flexibility solutions in this manner.
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Thus, Google Scholar and Web of Science were used as resource databases to search for
existing energy flexibility solutions that fell within the three categories.

Although there are evaluations of energy technologies across the technical, economic,
environmental, and social aspects of sustainability [46–49], using low-tech as an evaluation
matrix proposes a simpler and more accessible framework that serves to apply not only
to simple problems such as accommodation but also to more complex problems such as
energy flexibility in this case. However, due to the lack of an evaluation metric for solutions
using low-tech in the existing literature, a qualitative approach was selected to evaluate
the chosen energy flexibility solutions. A five-point scale (low, low-medium, medium,
medium-high, and high) was employed and applied to the criteria for evaluating energy
technology solutions found in the literature.

The low-tech criteria as discussed in Section 2.1 above were adapted to the context of
energy flexibility solutions, as the aforementioned criteria definitions are specific to needs
at an individual scale. The localness and autonomy criteria were then used as sub-criteria
for accessibility. Thus, the low-tech criteria for energy flexibility solutions can then be
defined as:

• Usefulness: Ability to meet the core requirement of the grid, which is to provide
quality electric power that meets regulatory standards (i.e., frequency, voltage, etc.).
To meet this need, flexibilities with different response times, ramp powers, and ramp
rates are required, depending on the application and level within the grid where the
flexibility service is being applied;

• Accessibility: As with the original definition, accessibility involves cost, knowledge,
and scaling. For energy flexibility solutions, we consider the levelized cost of flexibility
activation, if a solution is open-access or proprietary, the ease of marginal installation,
the geographical availability of the primary flexibility resource, wide-scale access to
the tools used to harness the flexibility, and the precision with which flexibility can
be localized;

• Sustainability: To ascertain the environmental sustainability of solutions, there is a
myriad of indicators to consider. However, for this analysis, we can consider the
following indicators: global warming potential per kWh (kgCO2-eq/kWh), abiotic
material depletion (kgSb-eq/kWh), human toxicity (CTU/kWh), and the average
lifetime of the technology.

In the subsequent section, the energy flexibility solutions are categorized with respect
to their origin of implementation, i.e., supply-side management, demand-side management,
and energy storage. This is done to group solutions that are more similar together. Each
of the technologies and methods is first discussed as energy flexibility solutions and then
critically reviewed through the lens of the aforementioned 3 low-tech characteristics.

5. Energy Flexibility Solutions through the Lens of Low-Tech

The traditional electricity supply system constitutes a vertically integrated grid (i.e., large
centralized production units upstream and consumption downstream of the grid). In this
traditional system, the generation of energy follows the demand (from the consumer side)
in real time. However, with the integration of distributed RERs, the advent of prosumers,
and energy tariff inflation, the traditional grid is changing quickly [50]. Unlike traditional
generation plants, the intermittent nature of renewable sources tends to generate variable
energy. Therefore, it is exigent that the traditional approach be changed not only for
production but also for consumption. This need of the hour requires not only changes to
the energy supplied to the grid but also changes in behavior (consumption profiles), and
energy flexibility is one such solution to keep this energy balance [51].

The term energy flexibility is often misunderstood and interchanged with demand-
side management. This is because, in literature, energy flexibility solutions are usually
implemented on the demand side. However, in reality, the definition of energy flexibility
evolves while trickling down from the supply side to the demand side within the energy
supply chain. Figure 5 [52] illustrates energy flexibility solutions at all levels of the electric
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grid. The geographical dispersion of renewable energy resources (i.e., distributed energy
resources) is also considered part of supply-side management (as shown in Figure 5).
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The following subsections will discuss in detail supply-side energy flexibility (SSEF),
demand-side energy flexibility (DSEF), and energy storage systems (ESSs).

5.1. Supply-Side Energy Flexibility

In a traditional electricity supply system, the energy flexibility on the supply side is
described as “the general ability to address short-run changes and imbalances between
electricity supply and demand” [53–55]. This can be achieved by either switching flexible
power plants (usually fossil-fuel-based power plants) or through cross-border energy trade.
The former is termed system operations, while the latter is termed operational flexibility.
These solutions usually function in the time range from 10 s to 30 min and, in some cases,
can be quite expensive. For their operations, there are physical and technical constraints,
largely based on the ramping rate of the generating station, i.e., how quickly a generator’s
output can be varied [56].

5.1.1. Hydropower Stations

Hydropower stations have long been known to be flexible, with quick start-up and
stop times and the possibility to easily adjust the amount of water that flows through
the plants and hence the power output [56]. However, several types of hydropower
stations offer different levels and forms of flexibility [57]. There are generally three types of
hydropower plants: reservoir-based stations, pumped hydroelectric storage (PHS) stations,
and diversion (run-of-river) stations. The reservoir stations are typically the largest of their
kind and provide the largest individual blocks of supply flexibility. A sample schema can
be found in Figure 6. PHS stations, although smaller, provide bi-directional flexibility. In a
PHS plant, the turbines are reversible; they can work as turbines to generate electricity or as
pumps that consume electricity by pumping water back to the reservoir. Diversion stations
provide flexibility in a manner similar to that provided by reservoir stations. However, as
they typically do not have the storage capacity and are not as big as reservoir stations, their
flexibility is limited.
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Small-scale (mini) pumped storage solutions have also been proposed, studied, and
implemented. Oliveira Silva [58] examined the feasibility of using the rooftops of buildings
to provide the needed ventilation. Similarly, Manolakos et al. [59] presented the imple-
mentation of a micro-grid system for a village that replaced conventional chemical energy
storage with a small-scale pumped storage system. This concept allows PHS systems to
be more accessible and sustainable. The downside is that, due to the small nature of such
installations, they miss out on the financial benefits of economies of scale, thus making
them financially prohibitive [60].

Although traditional (large-scale) hydro plants perform well on some of the defined
low-tech criteria, they are not without their limitations, as shown below:

• Usefulness: Hydropower is one of the best energy sources to meet grid flexibility [57].
Due to the typical large installations of reservoir-based systems, they can usually vary
their production over a large range. In addition, PHS plants have the ability to not only
provide variable energy to the grid but also consume energy from the grid. Hydro
plants have also been used for grid balancing over varying timescales, from primary
reserves to even seasonal storage. Therefore, hydropower can be considered to have a
high rating of usefulness for energy balancing on the grid;

• Accessibility: Large-scale hydro plants have been found to be one of the more cost-
effective solutions for energy generation [61]. They are, however, constrained by
their size and geographical requirements and consequently deemed less accessible.
Another drawback is the long lead time to construct these structures. Although smaller
pumped hydro plants have been tested and put into practice in some locations, these
are often found in locations without access to the energy grid, limiting the potential for
aggregation for grid balancing. Finally, although the construction of turbines and dams
is based on easily accessible materials, the designs themselves are not particularly
open-source. Therefore, although hydropower plants boast a rather low levelized cost
of energy (LCOE), the nature of the technology and the management of the design
of tools leave much to be desired from a low-tech perspective, causing them to be
considered low-medium in terms of accessibility;

• Sustainability: Designated as a green energy source, hydropower plants are considered
one of the most renewable classic energy generation sources [61]. With a range from
6.1 to 11 g CO2 eq./kWh generated for an average 360 MW plant, hydro plants are
low contributors to the global warming potential. Hydropower plants are also low
contributors to abiotic material depletion and have a long lifespan [62]. Despite their
positives, these plants have been noted to cause changes to the nutrient cycle and
biotic life in the areas where they operate [63,64]. Additionally, studies indicated that
hydropower plants contribute significantly to adverse changes in the surrounding
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waterbodies and landscapes [65]. As such, hydropower plants can be considered to
have a rating of medium-high in terms of environmental sustainability.

5.1.2. Solar PV and Wind Turbines

With the increasing integration of distributed generation on grids, numerous studies
have been carried out into ways of using these technologies for self-balancing. With solar
PV inverters, control algorithms have been developed to change the maximum power point
on the inverters and engage in various schemes of PV curtailment to meet power flexibility
demands [66,67]. Conversely, for wind turbines, frequency regulation is provided in the
form of synthetic inertia used for fast frequency reserves [68,69].

As shown in Figure 7, there are two broad forms of frequency control for variable
renewable energy solutions [70]. The de-loading technique involves setting the operational
point of the solar PV or wind turbine plants below the optimum so that they can provide
upward flexibility when required. The inertial response technique involves using the
rate of change of frequency to trigger the release of kinetic energy from the blades of the
wind turbine to the grid. When this happens, the speed of the rotor quickly decreases (for
approximately 2–6 s) to provide the extra power needed. Using this technique, constant
power is delivered to the grid for a set amount of time.
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In terms of being low-tech, the mix of wind and PV plants can be considered average,
with the following ratings across the criteria:

• Usefulness: The utility of wind turbines and solar PV for grid balancing is somewhat
limited. This is in part due to the inherent intermittency and uncertainty of their
energy production. The application of these technologies is limited to shorter time
horizons: operational reserves and primary reserves (typically milliseconds to seconds)
for wind turbines, and only primary reserves for solar PV curtailment. However, as
this flexibility is due to the action of power converters and controllers, when they
are available for activation, they will typically be very controllable. Owing to the
limitations of these technologies for grid balancing, they can be considered low-
medium with regard to their usefulness for grid balancing;

• Accessibility: With a global weighted-average levelized cost of energy of $46/MWh
for solar PV and $33/MWh for onshore wind turbines in 2021, these are some of the
lowest-cost sources of energy generation available [71]. As the de-loading technique
for frequency control requires these to operate in conditions outside their optimum,
it has yet to be determined if the compensation from providing ancillary services
can compensate for this loss [72]. Solar PV plants are one of the most geographically
accessible energy solutions, as they can theoretically be deployed almost anywhere
in the world and in varying sizes. On the other hand, wind turbines are not as easily
installed marginally, with typical installation sizes of 4 MW [73] in 2021. The materials
used to create these solutions are mostly produced in certain parts of the world due to
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the complex industrial processes required in their fabrication. As such, they can be
considered to have a medium-high accessibility rating.

• Sustainability: As these are renewable energy sources, they both contribute little to
global warming, which occurs mostly in their manufacturing and transport. The man-
ufacturing and disposal of materials for these technologies both contribute somewhat
significantly to human toxicity and the depletion of rare earth materials [74]. Therefore,
they can be considered to have a medium-high environmental rating.

5.1.3. Flexible Nuclear Plants

Nuclear plants in most parts of the world are inflexible—they cannot easily and safely
be ramped up or down to balance variable outputs from renewables. However, nuclear
plants used in France have been shown to provide power flexibility [75,76]. As seen in
Figure 8 (which shows a nuclear reactor’s operation in 2015), reactors in France can be used
in load-following mode. They can be ramped from 20% to 100% of the nominal power
in 30 min. However, this can only be done twice within a 24-h window and requires at
least two hours between each ramp [75]. These plants can also be used for primary and
secondary reserve control, for which they can change ±2% of nominal power for primary
reserves and ±5% of nominal power for secondary reserves.
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Flexibility for these nuclear plants is provided in two ways. There is the change of the
core power temperature to reduce the steam produced or the diversion of the steam pro-
duced away from the turbine into the atmosphere [75]. The control of the temperature core
is done with the aid of “gray” control rods, a modification of the Wessington design done
by Électricité de France (EDF), and the variation of the boric acid flow. The performance of
nuclear plants from a low-tech perspective is discussed below:

• Usefulness: Nuclear plants have been demonstrated to be not only able to operate
in load-following mode but also to provide some level of primary and secondary
reserves [76]. However, the limitation in the number of times the plants can be ramped
per day means that if there are uncharacteristic requirements, these plants might be
unable to meet the need, resulting in a low-medium usefulness rating;

• Accessibility: With average LCOEs of $42/MWh and $71/MWh for Generation III
nuclear plants in Russia and France, respectively, these serve as one of the financially
cheaper means of supply-side energy flexibility [77]. However, this is not the case in
general, as higher costs are reported in many other countries. Furthermore, LCOE
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analysis from Lazard has shown that the LCOE of new nuclear plants has been
increasing over the past 7 years [78]. In addition, these plants are characterized by
very high capital costs, lead times on the scale of decades, and typically very huge
installations [79]. The high cooling requirements of the plants often necessitate siting
them on river banks, which further serve as geographic constraints on their installation.
Finally, the research on nuclear plants and their operations is sensitive and, in some
cases, closed for security reasons, further reducing the accessibility of nuclear as a
solution for energy flexibility to a low score.

• Sustainability: Nuclear plants are a low contributor to raw material depletion, con-
tribute very little to GHG emissions, and have a relatively long lifetime [80,81]. How-
ever, the management of the spent fuels and their radioactivity is notable (especially
the risk of exposing humans to ionizing radiation), with occupational exposure being
about 10 times the potential exposure to the general public [82]. Furthermore, the
risks posed by nuclear plants to human health significantly increase in times of war,
as can be observed in the current Ukraine-Russia conflict [79] or in times of natural
disasters, as was the case in Japan (the Fukushima nuclear plant [83]). Consider-
ing all these, nuclear plants are considered to have a low-medium environmental
sustainability score.

5.2. Demand-Side Energy Flexibility

Demand-side energy flexibility (DSEF) is oftentimes attributed to buildings, as they
are massive consumers of electrical energy. Therefore, in the context of buildings, DSEF
can be defined as “the ability to manage a building’s demand and generation according to local
climate conditions, user needs, and energy network requirements” [84]. As shown in Figure 5,
the operational time range of DSEF is comparable to supply-side energy flexibility (SSEF)
(synthetic inertia, down-regulation by variable renewable energy (VRE), etc.) solutions in
some cases. However, DSEF solutions in general tend to be less expensive when compared
to SSEF solutions of comparable scale and effect.

Demand-side energy flexibility (often alternatively called demand-side management
or demand response) has been in practice for many years around the world. Ehrhardt-
Martinez et al. [85] identified two notable eras of energy flexibility, the first being related
to the oil crisis of the 1970s. Since oil-fired power plants dominated the energy mix of the
USA, a massive campaign of energy flexibility programs was launched by energy utilities
in the USA to maintain energy balance. The second era is known as the climate change
era (i.e., the current era), which is being catalyzed by climate change and is the need of
the hour.

The intended purpose of energy flexibility could be either upward modulation of
demand (valley filling or increasing consumption during surplus RER production) or
downward modulation of consumption (i.e., load curtailment during the period of peak
consumption). The load shifting takes into account both upward and downward modula-
tion (see Figure 9). Figure 10 provides a schematic diagram of the discussion on DSEF.

5.2.1. Incentive-Based Energy Flexibility

Generally, DSOs (distribution system operators) or aggregators directly control incentive-
based energy flexibility; therefore, it can also be placed under the category of direct energy
flexibility. The terms “direct” and “indirect” are used with respect to the degree of control
by an aggregator or DSO. Usually, the purpose of direct energy flexibility is to attain load
curtailment during peak consumption hours. Direct load control enables the aggregator
or DSO to control the consumption loads remotely while being aware of the degree of
flexibility of the respective consumer [86]. The consumers commit certain loads to be
interrupted remotely by the grid in case of need. This commitment provides incentives to
consumers, either in the form of energy discounts or bonuses.
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Direct energy flexibilities are usually employed (though not exclusively) by industrial
(large-scale) energy consumers and energy aggregators. For instance, energy pool [87] is
an aggregator of industrial loads, data centers, and hospitals in France. With an available
capacity of 1500 MW for energy flexibility, an energy pool offers load adjustment in multiple
energy markets following the identification of the flexibility potential of its clients [88]. The
clients of the energy pool receive specific payments for each intervention made for energy
flexibility, a portion based on activated energy and the other on provisioned capacity [89].
Besides energy pools, Voltalis [90] is another aggregator of energy flexibility that has
clients in the residential sector. According to ADEME, electric heating accounts for 36%
of the annual electricity consumption in French residential buildings [91]. Therefore,
Voltalis trades the aggregated load curtailment of electric heating in energy balancing
markets [88]. An assessment of incentive-based energy flexibility through the lens of
low-tech is given below:

• Usefulness: The grid operator/aggregator is required to commit the resources that
will participate in the flexibility action ahead of time. Usually, this type of DSEF can
be activated in a time scale of a few seconds. Additionally, it gives a high degree of



Energies 2023, 16, 3298 15 of 29

remote load control to the grid operator/aggregator. Thus, it is evident that this type
of energy flexibility is highly useful for the grid but has limited usefulness (usually
financial) for the end-user; thus, this solution is assigned a medium score for the
usefulness sub-criterion;

• Accessibility: The switches and circuit breakers used in this energy flexibility ap-
proach could be manufactured at a local site; however, it might not be possible to
manufacture them using only the primary resources within the geographical vicinity
of the application. The availability of information is not limited; therefore, the grid
operator can outsource the work of installation to an SME (small and medium enter-
prise). In terms of information regarding a prospective intervention, the grid operator
(or aggregator) informs the energy consumer ahead of the intervention. The ease of
marginal installation depends on the complexity of the switching scheme. Besides, it
also depends upon the acceptance of this solution by the energy consumer, since the
energy consumers show certain concerns about the privacy and balanced use of direct
load control [92]. Therefore, this solution can be considered to have a medium score in
terms of accessibility;

• Sustainability: Usually, high-voltage circuit breakers use SF6 gas for arc quenching,
which has a global warming potential 23,500 times that of CO2 [93]. On medium-
voltage circuit breakers, it is preferable to replace the SF6 gas with a low-toxic gas [94].
However, on the low-voltage side, mechanical and power electronics circuits preferably
operate the circuit breakers. The circuit breakers on the low-voltage side offer a higher
degree of reparability and are less toxic as compared to high-voltage circuit breakers.
Besides, abiotic material depletion is also a concern, especially when one considers
the lifecycle (production, use, and disposal/recycling) of the various components
(particularly circuit breakers) used for this solution. Considering the aforementioned
pros and cons, the solution gets a low-medium score for sustainability.

5.2.2. Price-Based Energy Flexibility

Price-based energy flexibility is a type of indirect energy flexibility that puts the burden
of implementation on the consumer. Generally, it is expected to be implemented by the
consumer in response to a signal. The consumer can benefit by changing their energy
consumption in response to the variation in price. Alternatively, the consumer might have
to pay a high electricity bill for not following up on the price signal and acting accordingly.
This type of energy flexibility is non-intrusive and does not require any intervention
via switching devices by the DSO or aggregator. The price signals can be used for load
curtailment and load shifting. They can also be complemented with a message for valley
filling. A brief overview of types of price-based energy flexibility is given as follows:

• Time of Use (TOU): It fixes the energy tariff for a certain period of the day, which is
higher than the rest of the day [95];

• Critical Peak Pricing (CPP): It fixes certain days in a calendar year when the energy
tariff is higher as compared to the normal tariff for other days [96,97];

• Real-Time Pricing (RTP): It tends to inform the consumer regarding the evolving
real-time price of energy provision in accordance with grid conditions and peak con-
sumption. “For RTP, the price of electricity is defined for shorter periods, usually 1 h [98],
reflecting the changes in the wholesale price of electricity. Customers usually have the informa-
tion about prices on a day-ahead or hour-ahead basis” [99];

• Peak Time Rebates (PTR): The “peak time rebate (PTR) relies on rewarding the customers
during the peak time based on their load reduction” [100].

An assessment of price-based energy flexibility through the lens of low-tech is given below.

• Usefulness: The price-based energy signal is dispatched ahead of the hour of energy
flexibility intervention. These signals are publicly accessible to all stakeholders in
the energy supply chain. However, the solution is not directly controllable by the
grid operator. It is executed by the energy consumer and is subject to their level of
motivation. The predictability of the solution can be viewed in two regards: as the
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prediction of network congestion that serves as the basis of the price signal and as the
prediction of potentially achieved energy flexibility in response to the price signal. For
the former, we can say that the solution is useful, whereas the latter depends upon the
level of motivation of the energy consumer, which needs to be predicted through care-
fully performed social experiments. Besides, literature indicates that consumers may
have cognitive limitations while acting upon the price signal [51,101,102]. Therefore,
price-based energy flexibility can be considered useful at a medium level;

• Accessibility: The dispatch and reception of price signals make use of local resources,
i.e., communication media like mobile phones, the internet, etc. A price-based signal
is generated by a grid-level computer and is received by the energy consumer via
mobile phone, etc. As the price-based signal is diffused to the public, the information
can be considered open. Additionally, this type of energy flexibility is very scalable,
i.e., anybody who subscribes to this service receives the price-based signal. Therefore,
we can say that the price-based energy flexibility solution is accessible at a high level;

• Sustainability: The solution has an extremely low (almost negligible) impact in terms
of global warming potential. Similarly, it is easier to do maintenance on the server;
therefore, it is easily repairable. The electronics used for this solution (meters, network
devices, etc.) generate e-waste at the end of their life cycles. “Many case studies from
e-waste recycling plants confirmed that toxic chemicals such as heavy metals and POPs
(persistent organic pollutants) have and continue to contaminate the surrounding environment.
This results in the considerable accumulation of hazardous substances in the ecosystem, which
can adversely impact human health” [103]. Thus, the solution is considered sustainable at
a medium level.

5.2.3. Social Signals-Based Energy Flexibility

Over the past two decades, a new lateral of indirect energy flexibility has been gaining
popularity. This lateral is based on social signals, which are usually aimed at residential
consumers. Like other types of DSEF, the general purpose of these social signals is found to
be load curtailment. However, the impact of these social signals on load shifting has also
been studied over the past few years [104]. This type of energy flexibility is also termed
indirect energy flexibility, since the burden of implementation is on the consumers. Thus,
it can be conceptualized as the indirect control of devices and systems using humans in
the loop, which usually relies on influencing human behavior [105]. Additionally, it is also
non-intrusive and is normally complemented with feedback on energy consumption to the
consumer. A brief overview of some types of social signals based on energy flexibility is
given as follows:

• Comparative Norm: To give a social push to an energy consumer, their energy con-
sumption over a defined period is compared using either:

# a social comparison, in which the comparison is done with the energy con-
sumption of a similar household during the same defined period; or;

# a historical comparison, in which the comparison is done with consumers’
own historical energy consumption for the same defined period, e.g., with the
previous month’s consumption or the previous year’s consumption of the same
period, etc. [106,107];

• Injunctive Norm: This is part of the indirect feedback given to the consumer after a
period of energy consumption. For this type of feedback, the energy consumption for
the defined period is given in the form of an “efficiency standing”. e.g., [108];

• Pro-Environmental Nudges: Unlike price signals, social comparisons, and self-comparison,
pro-environmental nudges are social signals that take into account the environmental
impact of energy production. It might be the environmental hazards of fossil fuel
power plants or the environmental benefits of clean energy from renewable energy
production. These nudges can also be framed by only giving information about
forecasted peak production and forecasted network congestion [109]. It is found
that these types of social signals are effective with a set of pre-defined commitments
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made by the consumer to attain energy flexibility at the requested time interval [51].
However, the impact of indirect feedback is not quantified yet in the case of pro-
environmental nudges.

An assessment of social signal-based energy flexibility through the lens of low-tech is
given below.

• Usefulness: The usefulness of a social signal-based energy flexibility solution equates
to that of price-based energy flexibility. The only difference is that where price-based
signals cause extrinsic motivation, the use of social and injunctive norms can be
motivating as well as demotivating. This is a result of some energy users’ dislike for
comparison, whether socially or historically. Therefore, this solution attains a medium
usefulness classification.

• Accessibility: Like the price-based energy flexibility signals, the dispatch and reception
of these signals satisfy the criterion of using local resources. These signals are typi-
cally generated from computers at the grid operator or aggregator and subsequently
transmitted via SMS or the internet. Also, like price-based signals, these signals are
open and available to the public. For example, the diffusion of ecoWatt signals in
France is for the public, and it does not require a subscription to a special tariff. Based
on a signal from RTE (the French distribution system operator), the Ecowatt smartphone
application encourages the end consumer to adopt a citizen-friendly behavior by reducing
their power demand [110]. As such, social signal-based energy flexibility has a high
accessibility score.

• Sustainability: With regard to social signals, the only infrastructure that is needed
would be computer algorithms to forecast load curves and send out alerts. Rather than
implementing new infrastructure for these signals, the algorithm can be self-executed
on the existing hardware infrastructure of the grid or aggregator. On the consumer
side, it relies on the traditional means of communication (sms, email, app notifications,
etc.) with the human in the loop (i.e., the consumer). Therefore, in essence, this energy
flexibility solution is capitalizing on existing hardware structures with no (or low)
environmental cost. Therefore, this solution has a high sustainability score.

5.3. Energy Storage Systems

With the introduction of more renewable energy resources (and largely distributed
energy resources (DERs)), the evolution of the electrical grid to a “smart grid” is inevitable.
Energy Storage Systems (ESSs) are a key component of this smart grid. Katie Fehren-
bacher [111] describes any next-generation smart grid without energy storage as being
severely limited. Rodriguez et al. [112] further point out that ESSs facilitate the integration
of renewable/intermittent generation resources, improve grid reliability and power qual-
ity, provide ancillary services (including flexibility), and enable energy arbitrage and the
reduction or deferral of transmission and distribution investments.

The Impact of energy flexibility can be observed in isolated local energy communities,
where demand and supply need to be in perfect synergy. To address this problem of having
perfect synergy, local energy communities often require some form of storage technology,
especially if there is a high penetration of DERs. In this regard, energy storage systems
(ESSs) provide energy flexibility services at all levels of the grid. On the other hand, grid-
connected energy communities rely less on energy flexibility since they can sell any unused
energy back to the grid.

There are many energy storage technologies employed in the electricity sector. These
include battery (electro-chemical) energy storage (BES) [113], supercapacitor energy storage
(SCES) [114], superconducting magnetic energy storage (SMES) [115], hydrogen energy
storage systems (HESS) [116], flywheel energy storage systems (FESS) [117], compressed-
air energy storage (CAES) [118], and pumped hydro storage (PHS) [119]. The technology
behind these ESSs is at various stages of maturity, as depicted in Figure 11 [120].
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Figure 11. Overview of the maturity of energy storage technologies (Thermo-Chemical Materials
(TCMs), phase change materials (PCMs), superconducting magnetic energy storage (SMES), super
capacitor energy storage (SCES), sodium nickel chloride (NaNiCl) batteries, thermal energy storage
(TES), nickel cadmium (NiCd) batteries, sodium sulphur (NaS) batteries, and pumped hydro storage
(PHS)) as of 2017 with technology readiness level (TRL) on the y-axis and market development on
the x-axis [120].

5.3.1. Battery Energy Storage

BESs are one of the most commonly employed storage technologies and have applica-
tions at all levels of the grid, particularly at the consumer (building or community) scale,
despite being expensive (financial and environmental impact). At the grid scale, large-scale
batteries (typically larger than 1 MW [121]) are deployed within the network and are used
by network operators to provide ancillary services, amongst others. It is, however, possible
to aggregate smaller batteries distributed at different levels within the network to serve the
same purpose as a grid-scale battery.

With the recent developments in lithium-ion battery technology and consequently
battery-electric vehicles (BEVs), there is an increasing appetite for second-life batteries in
the market. For this article, we define second-life battery usage as repurposing batteries that
may no longer be considered viable for their originally intended purpose for alternative
and usually less demanding operations [122]. The use of second-life batteries reduces the
entry barriers of financial cost and availability of raw materials. However, there are still
concerns related to the safety of these batteries (particularly lithium-ion batteries).

Lithium-ion-based batteries (which have a high energy density) are used in a variety
of applications, most notably electric vehicles and personal portable electronics. Due to the
high uptake of electric-mobility applications, Skarvelis-Kazakos et al. [123] estimate that
eVs alone could provide between 3.6 GWh and 17.6 GWh of waste battery capacity by 2030.
In addition, this waste battery capacity, if not used for alternative (second-life) applications,
will either go to landfills or have to be recycled. However, although recycling is currently
technically feasible, it is not economically viable as the energy requirements of recycling
are far higher than those required for sourcing new materials [124,125].

There are currently several initiatives to take advantage of second-life batteries by EV
manufacturers such as Renault [126] and Nissan [127]. There is an active community of do-
it-yourselfers (DIYers) who have taken a low-tech approach to repurposing these otherwise
end-of-life batteries. Jehu Garcia [128,129], an influential member and possibly one of the
pioneers of this community, has shared extensively on the subject matter (sourcing end-
of-life batteries, testing and classifying cells, and building battery packs). The community
developed an interesting approach for building lithium-ion battery packs. Their solution is
composed of a modular, stackable, and easy-to-use (and assemble) kit; see Figure 12 [128].
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Figure 12. Open-source, Do-it-yourself modular battery storage kit: (a) exploded view; (b) assembled
and stacked; (c) battery management module; (d) simplified circuit representation of the battery
module [128].

Additionally, the Gerber files related to all the developed PCBs are open-access and
available for others to improve and modify. Although the community boasts a large
number of technically astute individuals, there are still some concerns regarding the safety
of the 18,650 cells used, particularly related to the thermal runaway (fire and explosion
risk) [130,131]. Despite these concerns, Hossain et al. posit that the extension of battery
life using the second-life approach is necessary and argue that a standardized framework
for categorizing, modeling, testing, and repurposing batteries for second-life applications
needs to be put in place [132].

BESs have the advantage of being highly scalable and highly responsive (i.e., high
ramp rate and low ramp time), and as such have applications on every level of the grid. At
the building scale, they can be used as emergency energy reserves, especially for critical
infrastructure. Additionally, when combined with RERs, BESs are useful for peak shaving
and valley filling services [37,133]. At the local energy community level, batteries can be
applied to increase the self-consumption of local energy resources and can increase the
resilience of the community by reducing its dependence on the larger grid. Finally, at
the utility scale, batteries represent a directly controllable flexibility source that can be
harnessed to maintain equilibrium (and provide ancillary services) using either aggregated
storage devices from lower levels of the network [134] or utility-scale storage devices [135].

Using the low-tech lens to evaluate second-life BESs, the following assessments can
be made:

• Usefulness: As the core need is to provide flexibility services, BESs would typically
score higher on this scale since they have a very fast reaction time (typically in the
order of milliseconds) and are able to deal with variations quite well. Additionally,
they can be used at all levels of the grid (residential, commercial, and utility scales) to
provide different services (power quality, peak shaving, etc.). Thus, from a low-tech
perspective, BESs can be considered to have a high usefulness rating;

• Accessibility: BESs, especially those using lithium-ion cells, are rather expensive (ap-
proximately $345/kWh in 2020 [136]). However, considering second-life applications
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(especially in the DIY space), cells that have been deemed waste from their primary
use are relatively cheaper (estimated at 116 $/kWh [137]) when compared to new
cells. In terms of reparability, BESs require a certain level of technical expertise and
can be complex to repair, depending on their underlying chemistry. Although infor-
mation about lead-acid battery technology is readily available (as its technology is
very mature and relatively simple), this is not the case for lithium-based cells, as they
require a battery management system (BMS) and other mechanisms to ensure their
safe operation. These additional features are usually proprietary and not typically
available to the public. Finally, BES solutions are modular, and as such, their capacities
can be increased or decreased to meet demand as and when needed. As such, BESs
have a medium-high accessibility ranking;

• Sustainability: Lithium-based BESs, according to Gutsch et al. [138], have a GWP of
9–135 g CO2 eq./kWh. There are also issues of resource depletion as well as high
human and environmental toxicity largely associated with cobalt, copper, nickel,
thallium, and silver [139]. These issues are further compounded by the relatively short
life of BES (up to 15 years owing to both cyclic and calendar fade); however, the second-
life use of BES has the potential of extending their life span to approximately 30 years
depending on their use [140]. Extending the life of these cells through second-life
applications, therefore, ensures optimal use of these cells before they are dispatched
for recycling (and, unfortunately, in some cases, landfills). BESs are thus considered to
have a low-medium sustainability score (influenced by the extra use associated with
second-life applications).

5.3.2. Compressed-Air Energy Storage

Compressed air energy storage (CAES) systems were first developed in Germany by
Nordwestdeutsche Kraftwerke in 1960 [118] based on the fundamental concept proposed by
F.W. Gay in his US patent [141]. The fundamental concept of CAES is to ‘charge’ a storage
vessel with air using electrical-driven compressors; the stored air is then released upon
demand and used to generate electricity using air expansion through an air turbine [118]
(see Figure 13 [142]).
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Wang et al. [143] posit that the main driving factor for developing CAES is sustain-
ability (reduced environmental impact), and as such, current efforts at developing this
technology try to avoid fossil fuels. The development of this technology has, however,
focused on large-scale applications, largely due to the space requirements of CAES. De-
spite this, there has been a growing interest in micro-CAES systems, focused on two key
areas: (i) reducing the volume of storage required (for high-pressure and low-pressure
applications), and (ii) improving the efficiency of compressors and expanders [144,145].

Similar to the BES example discussed above, Alami et al. [146] have proposed a low-
pressure, modular micro-CAES system (Figure 14) that makes use of multiple small tanks
instead of one large one, allowing for the system to ramp up (using aggregated pressure
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from the tanks) or ramp down when required. Interestingly, since this system is low
pressure (i.e., it operates isothermally), it can achieve a maximum global efficiency of 97.6%
and a maximum mechanical efficiency of 97.6% with a space requirement of approximately
0.6 m3 [146].
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Segula Technologies [147] has also developed a CAES solution for undersea energy
storage, REMORA, which is made up of a 15 MW floating platform coupled with undersea
storage tanks with a capacity of 90 MWh. Their proposed system has an overall efficiency
of 70%, which is achieved by avoiding the heating cycle (for compression) and using water
and compression chambers. REMORA can be used at depths between 70 and 200 m [147],
thus making it suitable for most coastal areas. A land-based pilot program, OdySEA, has
been in operation in France since 2020, and the initial results indicate it is working as
expected [148].

CAES (especially micro-CAES) are particularly interesting for low-tech applications
as their Energy Stored On Invested (ESOI), defined by J. Barnhart [149] as “the ratio of
electrical energy stored over the lifetime of a storage device to the amount of primary
embodied energy required to build the device”, which stands at 240, is significantly higher
than that of BES at 10. Implying that, on average, a typical CAES system would store
approximately 240 times its embodied energy, whereas BES systems, in the best-case
scenario, would only store 10 times their embodied energy. CAES applications in the grid
are similar to those of pumped hydro storage systems presented in Section 5.1.1.

Evaluating CAESs through the lens of low-tech, the following assessment was made:

• Usefulness: CAESs are capable of ramping up at a rate of 10% every 3 s [150,151], thus
making them suitable for providing flexibility services within a timeframe of a few
seconds. These plants are, in addition, very controllable and capable of providing both
upward and downward flexibility. Barring unforeseen technical issues, CAESs have a
high degree of predictability, and their operations are usually scheduled. Therefore,
CAES systems are considered to have a medium-high usefulness score;

• Accessibility: Considering the traditional concept of CAESs, accessibility would be
considered low. This is because these CAES require specific geographical and topo-
graphical features to be technically feasible. Additionally, the capital cost related to
such plants is high: 650–1500 $/kW [152,153]. Considering newer technologies, how-
ever, the geographical constraints are reduced, as demonstrated by [146,147]. Since
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these newer approaches for implementing CAES also improve efficiency while reduc-
ing the cost associated with storage, it can be inferred that the levelized cost of storage
would be lower than that of a traditional CAES plant. Although the underlying con-
cept of CAES is itself quite old and can be considered open, new modifications of the
concept are not exactly openly available, as in the case of the REMORA solution [147].
Accessibility is thus considered to be low-medium;

• Sustainability: CAESs, like most mechanical storage solutions, are designed to last a
long time (typically 40 years or more). Literature shows that the GWP of large-scale
(traditional) CAES could range from 117 to 293 g CO2 eq./kWh [154,155] depending on
the energy mix of the input power source. Further, Alshafi et al. [155] show that CAES
has a low human toxicity potential (approx. 0.00161 kg DCB eq./kWh). Lastly, CAES
has a high reparability index and can be retrofitted with modern, more efficient parts
to improve their efficiency. As such, the sustainability of CAES systems is considered
to be medium-high (especially if the long lifespan is taken into account).

5.4. Summary of Energy Flexibility Evaluations and Discussion

In this section, we presented and evaluated some existing flexibility solutions using
three characteristics of low-tech: usefulness, accessibility, and sustainability. Table 1 below
provides a summary of this evaluation. Generally, flexibility solutions, which require
large-scale infrastructure (usually the direct flexibilities), scored lower, especially for acces-
sibility and sustainability. On the other hand, indirect flexibility solutions generally scored
higher, owing to the distributed nature of the flexibility and the requirement of little to
no infrastructure for their development. It can also be observed that no single technology
had the maximum ranking (high) for all three criteria. This points towards the need for a
plurality of solutions for a generic, balanced system based on low-tech principles.

Table 1. Summary of assessment of energy flexibility solutions through the lens of low-tech.

SN Energy Flexibility
Solution

Assessment through the Lens of Low-Tech

Usefulness Accessibility Sustainability

Supply-Side Energy Flexibility

1 Hydropower
Stations High Low-Medium Medium-High

2 Solar PV and Wind
Turbines Low-Medium Medium-High Medium-High

3 Flexible Nuclear Plants Low-Medium Low Low-Medium

Demand Side Energy Flexibility

4 Incentive-Based Energy Flexibility Medium Medium Low-Medium

5 Price-Based
Energy Flexibility Medium High Medium

6 Social Signals-Based
Energy Flexibility Medium High High

Energy Storage Systems

7 Battery Energy Storage High Medium-High Low-Medium

8 Compressed-Air Energy Storage Medium-High Low-Medium Medium-High

This assessment is one of the first applications of low-tech to such a complex issue, and
as such, it can be useful as a guide for different stakeholders. The following stakeholders
will find these results especially relevant:

- Low-tech enthusiasts;
- Energy researchers;
- Innovators as a new criterion to take into account;
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- Policy experts as they look to select climate change mitigation strategies.

First, these results validate the utility and explanatory power of the low-tech concept.
Low-tech enthusiasts can be satisfied that the concept is indeed scalable and applicable to
more complex topics and does not need to be relegated to issues like cycling and solar ovens.
Next, it is also relevant to energy researchers. As we look to employ multi-criteria decision
models for the selection of technologies, the low-tech framework here can serve as a
starting point for relevant criteria to consider. Furthermore, relevant to developers of novel
technologies for energy and otherwise, this can serve as additional design requirements that
should be taken into consideration. Finally, for policy experts and public officials, this can
serve as a more accessible way to think about technology selection, project commissioning,
and the management of common goods.

6. Conclusions

Low-tech is a term that has been popularized for a few years. The term, however, has
been bundled with other terminologies such as frugal innovation, which emphasize low-
cost solutions. However, the gist of low-tech is to develop, implement, and use innovative
solutions that are easy to develop within the given constraints of resources. Therefore, the
fundamental criterion for a solution to be low-tech is not its financial cost but rather a mix
of satisfying the core needs of the local community (usefulness), using local resources, being
easily replicable (accessibility), and being environmentally sustainable (sustainability).

Existing energy flexibility solutions have been evaluated in this article from the per-
spective of low-tech, demonstrating that low-tech can be applied to complex systems and
should not be restricted to simple problems (or solutions). The use of low-tech as an evalu-
ation framework has been shown not only to be accessible but also scientifically pertinent.
In the above sections, we have carried out a detailed discussion of the benefits and pitfalls
of numerous energy flexibility solutions, highlighting some novel innovations to classic
flexibility, notably for second-life battery use and synthetic inertia provided by distributed
renewable energy resources. Such initiatives would benefit immensely from more support
from academia and the scientific community at large.

In this article, a qualitative assessment of energy flexibility solutions was made on a
5-point scale from low to high. As no weights were assigned to the criteria, all the criteria
were assumed to be of equal importance to the low-techness of the solutions. Overall, it can
be concluded that different classes of flexibility solutions provide their own advantages and
that a mix of the different classes of flexibility will be required in the future. Demand-side
energy flexibility (DSEF) solutions have been presented as one of the more desirable means
of energy flexibility. This conclusion is in contrast with the classic scheme for energy
flexibility, which was based primarily on variations in power supply (typically through gas
turbines) to meet imbalances in the power grid. This assessment sheds light on some of
the barriers that limit the appropriateness of different energy flexibility resources and can
serve as a guide for the innovation required in the design and implementation of future
energy flexibility solutions.

6.1. Limitations

The work presented in this article is not without limitations, one of which is its generic
outlook. Although it is clear that the results may be different in specific contexts, the
authors assessed the discussed solutions from a global perspective (i.e., comparing the
energy flexibility solutions within specific geographical boundaries would make them more
relatable and comparable). As one of the first forays into the evaluation of technology using
low-tech criteria, it seemed beneficial to the authors to favor a more generic assessment.
Another limitation was the lack of qualitative ratings of various energy flexibility solutions
based only on literature. This can be built upon using quantitative methods and other
qualitative methods, such as a Delphi study, if possible. Finally, all the solutions assessed
are mature means of providing grid flexibility. Emerging grid flexibility solutions such as
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hydrogen, bio-fuels, and sector coupling applications were not covered in this evaluation;
however, it will be interesting to look at them as well.

6.2. Future Directions

Future work can be done to address some of the limitations highlighted in the sub-
section above. Further work needs to be done to develop a framework for defining relevant
(and comparable) sub-criteria, based on which a quantitative low-tech scoring matrix can
be developed that incorporates weighting of the different sub-criteria. In addition to this,
localized assessments can be carried out at the scale of countries and sub-country regions
that will support technology selection and deployment at these scales. Subsequently,
sensitivity analyses can be performed (using different geographic locations, for example)
using the developed quantitative method.

We also invite other researchers to apply this low-tech framework to other applications
in their respective domains. In the energy domain, evaluating emerging grid flexibility
solutions such as sector coupling solutions as well as new energy generation solutions
purely from a supply perspective would be useful directions to use this low-tech framework.
In line with evaluating complex systems from a low-tech perspective, it might also be
interesting to investigate other systems such as space exploration, telecommunications, and
applied artificial intelligence. Finally, side-by-side comparisons can be made between this
framework and other technology selection frameworks to highlight the explanatory power
behind this work.
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